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On March 31, the Guatemalan government and the rebel Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional
Guatemalteca (URNG) signed a historic accord on indigenous rights, breaking a five-month impasse
in the peace process. The far-reaching accord calls for sweeping constitutional reforms that would
recognize and protect ethnic differences in Guatemala. However, these reforms must be approved
by Congress, which is headed by retired Gen. Efrain Rios Montt, the same man who led the army's
brutal counterinsurgency campaign in the 1980s that nearly decimated Guatemala's indigenous
population and forced tens of thousands more to seek refuge in Mexico. And, even as one more
accord brought the country seemingly closer to peace, a weekend visit by UN Secretary General
Boutros Boutros Ghali to show his support for the peace process was marred by terrorist bombings
and threats.
When the government and URNG representatives signed an accord in Mexico on March 31 to
recognize and respect indigenous rights and identity, many Guatemalans viewed it as a major step
toward ending a 34-year bloody civil war. The country's indigenous population, which comprises
almost 60% of the country's population, was targeted by the army's devastating counterinsurgency
campaign in the early 1980s. At that time over 150,000 Guatemalans fled into Mexico to escape the
"scorched earth" policies, carried out by then chief of state Rios Montt, who came to power in a
coup d'etat in March 1982. Prior to this latest accord, the government and the URNG have signed
several other agreements since resuming talks in March 1994 (see NotiSur, 04/15/95). However, the
two sides became bogged down on the thorny issue of indigenous rights and the peace process was
stalemated for over five months.
Finally, when the impasse extended beyond the December deadline for a final peace accord, the
UN stepped in with a new agenda proposal for negotiations, which the two sides accepted in
February (see NotiSur, 03/03/95). Under the latest UN-proposed agenda, the signing of an accord
on indigenous rights was scheduled for March 15 with an accord on socioeconomic issues and the
agrarian situation to be reached by April 15. A final peace accord is scheduled for August, with
the goal of paving the way for the URNG to participate in the November general elections. The
first negotiation session in mid-March on the indigenous topic ended in a deadlock, with each side
charging the other with intransigence. However, the sticking points were never revealed, and after
much back-room negotiating, the government and URNG representatives met again in late March
and reached a compromise on their differences.
The signing of the new accord by Hector Rosada, president of the government peace commission,
and URNG commander Gaspar Llom at a ceremony at Mexico's Foreign Relations Ministry on
March 31 was witnessed by UN representative Jean Arnault and diplomats from Colombia, Spain,
the United States, Norway, and Venezuela.
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Among other things, the accord on indigenous rights and identity stipulates that:
-the identity of ethnic Maya, Xinxa, and Garifuna peoples will be recognized under the Constitution;
-the main indigenous languages will be recognized and used in the national school system to allow
indigenous children to read and write in their own language;
-bilingual judges will be appointed to serve indigenous communities;
-indigenous languages will also be used by state-run social services;
-racial discrimination will be legally designated as a crime;
-an office for the defense of indigenous women will be created and laws will be promulgated to
protect indigenous women from physical and sexual abuse;
-the rights of indigenous people to administer natural resources on land they control will be
recognized;
-legislation will be promulgated granting land rights to indigenous peoples, including communal
ownership;
-Congress will be asked to approve Convention 169 on Indigenous Peoples and Tribes, which was
written in 1989 and forms part of the treaties negotiated under the auspices of the International
Labor Organization (ILO);
-commissions of government and indigenous representatives will be formed to help implement the
changes agreed to in the accord.
President Ramiro de Leon expressed his "profound satisfaction" with the accord, which he said
would "allow Guatemala's majority population to find, on their own initiative, the balance between
economic and social development and their cultural identity." On the other hand, the accord was
viewed with suspicion by many in the Guatemalan private sector since it also includes a proviso
for congressional approval of a treaty endorsed by the International Labor Organization (ILO)
that protects the rights of workers and would include the autonomy and rights of indigenous
peoples. For years businessmen, factory owners, and owners of Guatemala's huge coffee and sugar
plantations have opposed changes in the distribution of wages and land that were a large part of
the ideological struggle of the 34-year civil war. Many business leaders warn that signing on to
the ILO treaty could result in serious civil unrest. According to Gaspar Llom, who heads the rebel
negotiating team, although the accord is an important advance, "we are aware that this is not the
solution to all our problems." He said that military control in rural communities and other issues
affecting the indigenous population still have to be negotiated.
Nobel peace prize winner Rigoberta Menchu called the accord a "historic document" but expressed
concern that "Congress does not have sufficient moral strength to approve the constitutional
reforms." The indigenous leader asked UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros Ghali to extend the
mandate of the UN human rights verification team in Guatemala (MINUGUA) to verify compliance
with the accord by both the government and the rebels. She also asked Boutros Ghali to guarantee
that the document would be widely circulated throughout the country so that all Guatemalans
would be aware of the extent of the changes brought about by the accord.
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Meanwhile, underscoring the obstacles that must still be overcome to achieve peace in Guatemala,
a wave of bombings and bomb threats gripped the capital on April 2, coinciding with a visit by
Boutros Ghali, who came to the country as a show of support for the peace process. One bomb
exploded only blocks from the presidential residence where President de Leon was hosting a
dinner for Boutros Ghali. In the incident, one person was killed and five others were wounded. Two
other bombs exploded at an office complex and a bus stop and three more were defused by police
agents. The following day police received an anonymous warning that a bomb had been planted
at Boutros Ghali's hotel, but a search turned up nothing. Most Guatemalans tied the bombings
to Boutros Ghali's visit and the opposition of many army and business leaders to the role of the
UN in Guatemala. However, some analysts suggested that the recent revelations about the CIA's
withholding of information in the murder of US citizen Michael DeVine and rebel Efrain Bamaca
may instead be behind the incidents (see NotiSur,03/31/95). [Sources: United Press International,
03/28/95; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias- Spanish news service EFE, 04/02/95; Deutsche Press
Agentur, New York Times, 04/03/95; Reuter, 03/10/95, 03/15/95, 03/20/95, 03/26/95, 04/03/95; Agence
France-Presse, 03/20/95, 03/27/95, 03/31/94, 04/01-04/95]
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